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Religion and science face off over many of the most important 
issues our society faces. Authorities debate whether intelligent 
design should be taught alongside evolution in public schools, for 
example, and the stem cell research debate features both scientific 
advocacy and religious opposition. 


The assumption is that scientists attack the religious aspects 
of these issues because they are, above all else, atheists and 
anti-religion. While highly influential scientists like Richard 
Dawkins and the Human Genome Project's Francis Collins have 
been publicly outspoken about their views on religion and sci¬ 
ence, we really know very little about what elite university sci¬ 
entists as a whole—what some would call the most influen¬ 
tial sphere of science—think about matters of faith. 

The study of Religion among Academic Scientists (RAAS) 
closes this gap in understanding. During 2005 and 2006 it 
examined the religious and spiritual beliefs and practices of aca¬ 
demics in the natural and social sciences at 21 of the most influ¬ 
ential research universities in the United States. Some 75 per¬ 
cent—1,646 individuals—responded to the survey. From among 
those participants 271 also took part in in-depth interviews. 

These scientists revealed they are not as anti-religion as vol¬ 
umes like Dawkins' The God Delusion might lead us to believe. 
In fact, a surprising number of believers teach the sciences at 
the nation's top academic institutions. However, these scientists 
approach religion and spirituality in diverse ways—ways often 
different from the religiosity and spirituality of the general pub¬ 
lic. While scientists are indeed less religious in a traditional sense 
than the general public, the majority of scientists are interested 
in matters of spirituality and a significant minority is religious. 
These findings differ little between natural and social scientists. 


Religion and science connect for university scientists in a 
range of ways. Some scientists see religion or spirituality 
enhancing their work. Propelled by recent public events, even 
those who previously had no interest in religion or spirituality 
are finding it necessary to involve students in discussions about 
these topics. 

god and religion 

When this research is presented in public settings, audi¬ 
ences inevitably ask, Do scientists believe in God? And when 
looking just at the measure of belief in God, it seems a large 
proportion of scientists confirm the conventional wisdom that 
scientific understanding and personal religious belief have a 
hard time coexisting. Nearly 34 percent of academic scientists 
identified themselves as atheists and almost 30 percent as 
agnostic in the RAAS study. In comparison, in the general U.S. 
population a mere 2 percent claimed to be atheist and rough¬ 
ly 4 percent claimed to be agnostic, according to the 2006 
General Social Survey (GSS). A huge difference, for sure. 

Consider beliefs about religion, however, and the picture 
becomes considerably less simple. Some 26 percent of elite 
natural and social scientists think most religions hold very lit¬ 
tle truth. In the general population, only 4 percent answer the 
same way. When compared to scientists, four times as many 
in the general population think only one religion holds the 
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most truth. Such results indicate many scientists appear to dis¬ 
count religion altogether. 

But when we look at the "religious relativist" position— 
those who think there are truths found in many religions—our 
understanding becomes even more nuanced. More than 70 per¬ 
cent of scientists think many religions hold basic truths. Nearly 
the same proportion of those surveyed in the general population 
agree. This suggests there may be much untapped common 
ground between scientists and the general public, as being a 
religious relativist and being outright hostile to religion are two 
very different things. 

When examining affiliation with particular religions, aca¬ 
demic scientists differ significantly from the general popula¬ 
tion. Roughly 53 percent of the scientists have no religious 
affiliation, compared to only 16 percent of those surveyed in 
the general population. While nearly 24 percent of the U.S. 
population identify with evangelical Protestant religious tradi¬ 
tions, less than 2 percent of the scientists do, according to the 
2000 GSS. The only religion more faculty in the natural and 
social sciences are affiliated with is Judaism. While in the GSS 
slightly less than 2 percent identify as Jewish, in comparison 
approximately 16 percent of the academic scientists identify 
as Jewish. Based on the broader RAAS data, it's clear many of 
those who are Jewish would see themselves as Reform rather 
than Conservative or Orthodox. 

In the midst of reports appearing in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education and the New York Times describing liberal 
political and anti-religious bias among many university profes¬ 
sors, this lack of religiosity among top scientists begs the ques¬ 
tion, Are professors in the sciences less religious because they 
know more about science? The general tenor of previous 
research supports the perception that those who pursue sci¬ 
ence tend to abandon religion, either because of inherent con¬ 
flict between the two or because scientific education exerts a 
secularizing force. 

But just as what the general public grew up believing influ¬ 
ences decisions to believe, the same follows for scientists. 
Rather than transitioning from faith to no faith upon learning 
more about science, a good proportion of non-believing scien¬ 
tists had very little experience with religion as children. 
Sometimes, for those scientists whose families were part of a 
religious tradition, membership was only significant as a label 
rather than a matter of regular practice. Consequently, these 
scientists didn't learn much about their tradition nor were they 
taught to see religion as an integral part of everyday life. 
Scientists who said religion wasn't important in their families 
while growing up are now less likely to believe in God or attend 
religious services. 

A larger proportion of scientists compared to other 
Americans come from backgrounds without faith or where 
faith traditions were seldom practiced, making some of the 
differences between elite scientists and other Americans more 


Belief in God of U.S. population and scientists 

U.S. population Scientists 











34% 

1 




30% 





KQP 

H 14% 


2% 

i m 

tm«% 

■ 1 ^ 5 % ■ 

9% 


Do not No way to Some higher Believe Believe Know God 
believe find out power but no sometimes but have exists 
God doubts 


clear. For example, only 8 percent of the general population 
were raised with no religion, compared to 13 percent of scien¬ 
tists. While 54 percent of the general population were raised 
Protestant, only 39 percent, a large difference in statistical 
terms, of scientists at elite universities were raised in a 
Protestant tradition. Even those scientists raised in a religious 
tradition were often from homes where religion was practiced 
only occasionally, while nearly 40 percent of Americans attend 
religious services once a week. 

Consider two sociologists who are similar in other respects. 
If one was raised in a Protestant tradition and religion was very 
important while growing up, and the other was raised without 
a religious tradition, the sociologist raised without a tradition 
is four times more likely to be an atheist. A striking difference. 
These findings point toward some reasons why university sci¬ 
entists may be less religious than the broader population. The 
idea that scientists simply drop their religious identities upon 
professional training isn't strongly supported by these data. If 
this were the case, then religious upbringing wouldn't be relat¬ 
ed to present religious identities for scientists. In other words, 
if religious upbringing didn't matter we would see even those 
scientists raised in religious homes losing religion once they 
enter the academy or receive scientific training. 

the village spiritualist 

These findings also cast doubt on the village atheist stereo¬ 
type of the profession. As the scientists who work at the most 
elite universities in the United States, we might expect that, of 
any group, this population would have the most pervasive sci¬ 
entific worldview. As part of this worldview, scientists might 
reject most attempts at creating purpose that seem contradic¬ 
tory to science and scientific understanding. Given the large 
proportion of atheist or agnostic elite scientists and the propor¬ 
tion who have no religious affiliation, elite university scientists 
are surprisingly interested in spirituality. 

Approximately 66 percent of natural scientists and near- 
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ly 69 percent of social scientists identified as spiritual. In fact, 
significant proportions of scientists who are atheist, agnostic, 
or without any religious tradition still see themselves as spiri¬ 
tual—more than 22 percent of the atheists and more than 27 
percent of the agnostics. Some 39 percent of those who have 
no current religious affiliation identify as spiritual. 

Findings from in-depth interviews with a systematically 
sampled portion of these scientists revealed their definitions 
of spirituality varied a great deal, from being a vague feeling 
of something outside themselves to a deep and compelling, 
other-centered worldview that directs how they conduct 
research and interactions with students. For the scientists who 
considered spirituality a daily part of their lives—more than 40 
percent of those interviewed—their deepest sense of identity 
comes from being scientists and their spirituality flows from 
the same characteristics they value in their identities as scien¬ 
tists. This is a spirituality characterized by consistency. 

These scientists don't want spirituality to be intellectually 
compartmentalized from the rest of their lives, but are seeking 
a core sense of truth through spirituality in much the same way 
they seek truth through their 
science. A small but important 
minority of this population per¬ 
ceive spirituality as consistent in 
so far as it suffuses their every¬ 
day lives and is instantiated in 
their practices as teachers, as 
citizens of the university, and as 
researchers. 

Definitions of "religion" and "spirituality" weren't benign 
constructs. Among university scientists such distinctions often 
carried a moral weight. One chemistry professor described reli¬ 
gion that doesn't work as "being a mechanism by which peo¬ 
ple's thoughts and lives are controlled or meant to be con¬ 
trolled." This same professor, when asked to compare religion 
and spirituality, said spirituality was "more flexible and person¬ 
al and a lot less judgmental." In fact, the professor went on to 


explain, "when I think of a spiritual person, the word 'judg¬ 
ment' doesn't even pop into my mind." 

Beyond personal practices and beliefs, it's vital to know 
what these scientists think about the place of religion in their 
specific fields and departments. Asked to respond to the fol¬ 
lowing statement, "In general I feel that the scholars in my 
field have a positive attitude towards religion," roughly 23 per¬ 
cent agreed compared to 45 percent who disagreed (nearly 32 
percent of the sample had no opinion). The in-depth interviews 
revealed that while natural and social scientists rarely think 
their colleagues are hostile toward religion, strong cultural bar¬ 
riers exist against discussing religion (especially traditional forms 
of religion, such as Catholicism) in academic settings. University 
scientists simply don't think it acceptable to discuss religion in 
their departments and many think it unacceptable to have such 
discussions even in informal university settings. 

Sociologists are roughly split (45 percent) on the question 
of whether their spiritual or religious beliefs influence how they 
interact with colleagues or students (approximately 9 percent 
of the sociologists had no opinion). Among the broader sam¬ 
ple, 39 percent said their religious or spiritual beliefs to some 
extent influence interactions with students or colleagues while 
54 percent had some variation of disagreement with the state¬ 
ment (approximately 7 percent had no opinion). 

Especially in light of recent public events surrounding intel¬ 
ligent design, as well as the religious involvements of students, 
there are faculty, even those who aren't personally religious, 
who think they need to interact with religion. The discussion 
about religion and science in the broader public is obviously 
of particular relevance for those in the natural sciences. 

During the summer of 2005 the New York Times pub¬ 
lished a series of articles on religion and science, largely in 
response to the disputes over teaching intelligent design in 
Kansas and Pennsylvania. Although these cases were inten¬ 
tionally never mentioned by our interviewers, respondents con¬ 


sistently brought them up. We could imagine such events 
might have made scientists—especially natural scientists in the 
sample—respond negatively to religion. Rather, in many 
instances such events outside the university actually pushed 
scientists into the realm of religion, even those who otherwise 
seemed to have no previous interest in matters of faith. 

For example, one respondent explained she hadn't 
thought much about religion. But the intelligent design debates 
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meant students wanted to talk about religion in the science 
courses she taught at her university. To remain an effective 
teacher, she was actively searching religiously based websites 
to find any resources that dealt with the connection between 
religion and science in what she viewed as thoughtful ways. 
This respondent said that although she hasn't thought much 
about religion, "what is going on now is forcing [her] to think 
about religion and its relationship to science." 

godless scientists? 

Results from the RAAS study show some truth to the per¬ 
ception that scientists and the academy are "godless." Yet, to 
see the academy only from this monolithic view would over¬ 
look the 48 percent of academic scientists who do identify with 
some form of religion and the nearly 68 percent interested in 
spirituality. 

When we look at the religious backgrounds of scientists, 
the picture becomes more complicated. Scientists come dis¬ 
proportionately from liberal religious and irreligious back¬ 
grounds. The question of why scientists come from these back¬ 
grounds will need further exploration beyond the findings 
presented here. One possible explanation is that there may 
indeed be tension between the religious tenets of some groups 
(such as those advocating young-earth creationism) and the 
theories and methods of particular sciences, making members 
of such religions less likely to pursue scientific careers. That 
few scientists subscribe to the more conservative or tradition¬ 
al strands of religion would seem to support this idea. Scientists 
raised in religious homes often remain religious. 

Whatever the reason, these results show a more complex 
story than the simple "religion is contradictory to science and 
hence religious individuals don't go into science" argument. 

If the goal is to increase dialogue between academics in 
science fields and different sectors of the American public, then 
we need to consider what these findings say about how aca¬ 
demic scientists might contribute to that dialogue. There's no 
getting around the fact that many scientists at elite universities 
are less religious than individuals in the general population. 
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These results point to a mismatch between the high religiosi¬ 
ty of the American public and the comparatively low religios¬ 
ity of scientists, a mismatch that may be a barrier to commu¬ 
nication and understanding. This is a potentially serious 
problem in an era when, based on international comparisons, 
U.S. school children have poorer education in science than the 
other most industrialized nations, according to a report by the 
National Center for Education Statistics. 

Scientists are right to lament scientific illiteracy among the 
U.S. population. But these findings also reveal that a portion 
of academic scientists may be religiously illiterate. 

Regardless of what scientists personally believe about mat¬ 
ters of faith, religion and science are often connected in a sur¬ 
rounding social environment—such as in public debates about 
intelligent design, stem cell research, human cloning, and pub¬ 
lic funding for science, to name just a few. Increasing commu¬ 
nication between academics in various scientific fields and the 
general public (some of whom are the very students in their 
classes) may become an important goal indeed. More thought 
ought to be given to how those in the academy outside the 
fields that study religion could learn about and engage pro¬ 
ductively with religion. 

It should also be emphasized that, whether or not aca¬ 
demic scientists openly discuss religion, a large minority are 
religious and the majority are interested in matters of spiritu¬ 
ality. This leaves a sizeable population of scientists who are 
potentially crucial commentators in the midst of an American 
public searching for a way to meaningfully understand the con¬ 
nections between religion and science. These are the prospec¬ 
tive bridge-builders between scientists and the broader public. 
That these scientists are from elite universities makes them all 
the more poised to contribute to such a dialogue. 
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